even as a market.
The theoretical findings garnered from this research have four practical implications for marketers working with consumption communities, and particularly with communities like Premium Cola that try to drive social change by example.
First, the study suggests that an analysis of the extent to which a community performs, cultivates, and harnesses social conflicts can be used as diagnostic tool to assess the strength of the community's social ties. The more advanced a community's conflict culture, the more likely members are engaged with the community's cause and the people who pursue it.
Commited community members spend more time with other members, share more of their creative ideas, and engage more with particular practices and social causes. Such behaviors are, in turn, desirable for managers interested in connecting communities with their brands.
Diagnosing an absence of conflict culture, in contrast, is indicative of a weaker community commitment and a lack of an inspiring community mission.
Second, the study shows that conflicts in consumption communities like Premium are not managed in a similar fashion as hierarchical organizations. In these communities, conflicts are subtly and collectively nurtured by all members and particularly by the person who adopts the role of the conflict moderator. In this context, conventional conflict management and hierarchical interventional practices are to be treated with particular care. This is due to the fact that conventional managerial interventions such as an emergency exclusion run counter to CONFLICT CULTURE AND CONFLICT MANAGEMENT IN CONSUMPTION COMMUNITIES the community's core values of inclusiveness and consensual decision making. Managers interacting with consumption communities in a narrow sense are therefore advised to use their superior power position only in situations in which the community runs into transgressive conflicts, and finds itself unable to resolve a conflict other than with hierarchical intervention.
In all other cases, managers may blend into the community, contribute their voice in routinized conflicts, and act as conflict moderators at most.
Third, the study shows that routinized conflicts tend to be beneficial for the community. Managers may therefore encourage and nuture such conflicts rather than suspending them. Transgressive conflicts, in contrast, can severely harm the community and its progress. Diagnostic behaviors for such transgressive escalations include situations in which members violate more and more norms of routinized conflict behavior or begin to put list pressure (emic term) on one individual member. Experiences of individual members being named and shamed by the community shatter other members' trust in the community members' morals, their conflict culture, and the competence of the conflict moderator.
Managers should therfore try to lead conflict parties that are crossing the boundaries of routinized conflict behavior back to the initial subject matter. Where conflicts escalate nevertheless, managers should intervene, but afterwards bring members back by emphasizing that the intervention was an exception from the shared rule, and by summarizing what the community has learned from this conflict.
Lastly, the study highlights the benefits of formalizing a community's conflict culture in a living and breathing text, like the Premium's operating system. Such a key document allows the community to shape and summarize its collective purpose as well as its collectively legitimized conflict behaviors. The operating system appears to be more influential and useful than conventional code of conduct or netiquette documents, because the operating system derives conflict behaviors from the community's particular culture and purpose, rather than from universal conventions of respectful communication. Installing, referring to, and CONFLICT CULTURE AND CONFLICT MANAGEMENT IN CONSUMPTION COMMUNITIES continuously developing such a community constitution seems to help community members to stay focused on their collective mission, and to resolve social conflicts in more productive ways.
Limitations and Further Research
The insights gained from the Premium Cola case are inevitably idiosyncratic, but potentially illuminating for understanding the conflict cultures of consumption communities with similar structural features and moral ambitions. Premium Cola is a particular empirical case because the community formed as an offline, local protest group and switched to online communication only two years later. The present research therefore does not provide insights into the origins of Premium's conflict culture, but explains on how the community's conflict culture developed in the online sphere. More research will be needed to explore how conflict culture emerges in native online consumption communities and how physical encounters among community members affect a community's conflict culture. Premium is also a particular case, because its members have successfully pursued their collective mission for more than ten years without falling prey to internal conflicts or external challenges. This remarkable success might, in part, be due to the community's strong, well-behaved conflict culture, but also to its members' unabated passion for consuming Premium Cola and building an ethical business. Further research will have to clarify how and whether conflict culture emerges in consumption communities with different moral ambitions, structural conditions, national backgrounds, and topical foci. Such research might shed more light on the particular conditions under which consumption communities develop productive conflict cultures rather than burning themselves up in internal flame wars.
